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transcriptions, the extant written record would have been immeasurably depleted.
As it is9 the florescent period of Greek civilization is one of the best and most
fully reported periods of any ancient civilization. By preserving and selecting the best
in the tradition, the Alexandrians helped to create that tradition for all its successors.
And the origins of the tradition that was trasmitted were not solely Greek. The process
of translating the Old Testament from Hebrew into Greek, resulting in the Septuagint
(because it entailed seventy scholars), was undertaken at Alexandria beginning in the
third century B.C
Aside from the institutions of higher education at Alexandria and the other
museums, the mathematical and physical sciences were scarcely to be reckoned with,
so predominant were the rhetorical and philosophical schools.6 And in the rivalry
between them, rhetoric was the clear winner in the minds of most Hellenistic Greeks.
Rhetoric was the queen of the liberal arts, eloquence the chief goal of the educated
man; indeed, it became the very mark of the civilized man in contrast to the barbarian.
The original purpose of rhetoric, of course, had been the highly practical one of
improving the effectiveness and the wisdom of the orator as he took part in the
democratic political process of the polis. But from the third century B.C. onward the
interest became not so much political as cultural. Persuasion gave way to elegance, the
policy plea to an oration or declamation. As the rhetorical schools found less and less
practical political outlet for their teachings and as young men could no longer find
genuine use for their oratorical talents in the absence of a vital democratic society,
they began to emphasize the delights of rhetorical style for its own sake. The turning
of a nice phrase, a witty saying, an appropriate allusion became more important than
convincing the popular assembly or the courts.
Philosophy, too, changed its character. It no longer could pose as the prime
study to train the guardians who would be the wise rulers of the state. The kings
would now rule by authority of arms, not knowledge. So philosophers turned to
becoming the moral guardians of the society, not its political guardians, or they turned
to the life of asceticism and retreat from the society altogether. They adopted a
distinctive dress and style of life. A few dropped out entirely to signal their protest
against the dominant establishment of their day. "The Cynics pushed this break with
society to such a point that it became self-contradictory and scandalous: They never
washed, never had their hair cut, wrapped themselves in rags and lived on alms like
beggars, claiming to be outside ordinary polite society."7 Setting a pattern of dissent
and dissidence, the Cynics wandered from city to city, giving no regular instruction,
and often tangling with the police.
In contrast, the four major schools of philosophy in Athens (the Platonists, the
Aristotelians, the Stoics, and the Epicureans) maintained a regular corporate and
communal life. When Zeno set up his school, he followed generally the tradition of
Socrates and Plato. The Stoics preached that, since nature is inherently reasonable,
conformity to the natural order of things is living according to the dictates of reason.
Nature is rational because it is directed by a single, omnipotent, and rational God.
6Ibid., pp. 267-295.
7 Ibid., p. 282.